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INTRODUCTION 


nee 


We are continuously communicating with others throughout 
our life. We communicate by writing, talking, acting.... We 
communicate by a touch, smile, or frown.... We 
communicate through silence too. We are all experts in 
communication. 


- 


Even though we are experts, we sometimes fail to commu- 
nicate our ideas effectively and most of the time we are not 
even aware of the failure to communicate with other people. 


This bulletin does not attempt to teach the A B C of 
communication to you. The Purpose is to summarise what 
is already known from our collective experiences of working 
with women and men. This bulletin is like areference book. 
We refer to it when we feel the need. 


Since the field of communication covers many aspects of 
human life, we have attempted to limit the scope of this 
bulletin to face-to-face communication only. Though most 
of the material pertains to interpersonal communication, 
some aspects of communication in a group are also _in- 
cluded. The major efforthas been to record the experiences 
of several people who have worked in the field. You may be 
able to use this bulletin in your work. 


a 
WHY DO WE COMMUNICATE? 
ee 


1. When you communicate with some other person, you 
assume that person is understanding what you are saying. 
Itis not enough that you have saidit. It is also important that 
the other person understands you. Are you sure that 
people understand what you are saying? 


So, you must be aware that more than words you commu- 
nicate meanings. Words do not have meaning of them- 
Selves, the meaning is given by the people. Are you sure 
people understand the meaning of what you say? 


2. We also want the other person to understand what we are 
Saying in the same way as we understand it. If | describe a 
new programme to arural woman, | wantto make sure she 
understands it the same way as | do. It is not enough that 
she repeats the words | have spoken, but that she also 
understands the meaning of those words. 


3. You communicate with another person in order to gain 
something. If there is no advantage in communicating, why 
should we communicate? Itis important to remember that 
both persons gain in a communication. If | describe a new 
programme to a rural woman, she gains the additional 
knowledge through which she can use the programme for 
her benefit. But | also gain in this communication because | 
have done my job, and doing my job is important to me. 
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HOW COMMUNICATION 
TAKES PLACE 


1. At least two persons are involved in a communication. 
Let us say, Nina and Chandra. 


Nina ————A Chandra 


it. If Chandra also starts another communication, Nina 
receives it. 


Nina 5 Chandra 
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3. As you can see, both Nina and Chandra are important for 
good communication. For effective communication, you 
have to remember that if you want to communicate with a 
rural woman, she has to pay attention to what you are 
saying. Then, if she is going to do something about it, she 
has to retain the information. But before retaining, she 
screens the information through a process of selective 
perception. This means that she keeps for herself only that 
part of the information which she feels is relevant to her 
needs or is to her benefit. 


TYPES OF COMMUNICATION 


Communication is of several types: 


I. ‘One-way’ and ‘Two-way’ 
a nn re a tani itl 


(a) You must have noticed ‘one-way’ communication if 
you have attended a lecture: only the lecturer talks, others 
listen. Sometimes field workers talk to poor women while 
they listen. 


(b) ‘Two-way’ communication is when two people talk to 
each other, as in the case of Ninaand Chandra talking to one 
another. This is a better way than one-way communica- 
tion because: 


(i) it helps both persons to talk and listen to each other; 
(ii) it helps in making sure for example that both Nina and 


Chandra understand each other, because both can ask 
questions to clarify what the other means; 


(ili) it creates conditions for equality between both Ninaand 
Chandra; 


(iv) neither gets bored, as might happen when you sit 
through a long lecture. 


But two-way communication takes more time and effort 
than one-way communication. 
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ll. ‘Up’ and ‘Down’ 


(a) Sometimes we talk ‘down’ to others. Some of us feel we 
know more about things than the poor women we are talking 
to, so we tend to talk to her as if she knows nothing and we 
know all. It makes her feel as if we are superior to her. You 
may have felt the same way when some senior official talks 
to you like that. It becomes our habit, in a way, because we 
do not necessarily want to talk down to her. 


(b) In our enthusiasm to create a sense of self-confidence in 
a poor woman, we sometimes talk ‘up’ to her. We pretend as 
if we know nothing and she knows all. We praise her unduly 
and treat her like a VIP. It is just showing-off. 


Neither talking ‘up’ nor talking ‘down’ to 
another person is helpful in communication. 
Our effort should be to communicate with 
people, women or men as equals. 


lll. ‘Verbal’ and ‘Non-verbal’ 


(a) We communicate to another person through our words 
(verbal) and also through our gestures, facial expressions 
and the tone of our voice (non-verbal). 


Non-verbal aspects of communication are 


as important as verbal. 


(b) The way people sit or stand, look at you or away from 
you, are all methods of non-verbal communication. 


(c) What we say is important, but it is also important how we 
say it. You might have come across situations where 
someone asks you ‘How are you?’ in a tone that convinces 
you that she is not really interested in knowing about you. 


(d) You have to ensure that your non-verbal communica- 
tion matches your verbal communication. So if you tell a 
poor woman that she is intelligent, then through your 
expression you should not be conveying that she is really 
dumb. 


(e) In communicating with others, it is also useful to be 
sensitive to their non-verbal expressions in order to 
understand whether you are being understood by them or 
not. 
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OBSTACLES TO EFFECTIVE 
COMMUNICATION 
ES a ee 


Sometimes we are able to communicate effectively with 
another person; sometimes we are not. Some things act as 
obstacles to effective communication. 


1. Our attitudes and values can sometimes act as an ob- 
Stacle to communication. If you believe that poor women 
are intelligent, then this will affect what you communicate 
and how you communicate with a poor woman. Similarly, 
when a poor woman is telling you something, you will hear 
herin a way that confirms your belief that she is intelligent. 


So, we filter what we say and hear through our values and 
attitudes. Thus, we talk and listen selectively. Our values 
and attitudes act like sunglasses in the communication 
process. 


2. So, when Nina and Chandra are communicating, both 
are wearing sunglasses of their respective values and atti- 
tudes. And if Nina and Chandra are different from each 
other, as is mostly the case, itis possible that they wear 
different sunglasses and hence talk and listen to each 
other selectively because of their different values and atti- 
tudes. 


3. Communicationis also affected by the moods of Nina and 
Chandra. If Ninais giving information to Chandra about a 
meeting planned for the next day, and if Chandra has just 
received news about the illness of her daughter, it is likely 
that Chandra will not fully understand what Nina is saying. 


Pressures of work, the atmosphere in the family, what 
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happened recently, one’s own physical well-being, all affect 
our moods and consequently our communication. 


4. We should, therefore, be alert and senstive to the values, 
attitudes, and moods of the poor women we are communi- 
cating with. 


! 


5. Since people are different, these differences show in 
their concepts. For example, if an urban, educated person 
wants to meet you, you will specify a time, say 6.00 p.m. If 
you ask a rural woman when you can meet her, she will 
perhaps say ‘after work.’ Poor, rural women have different 
(than our’s) concepts of time, space, dignity, etc. If we do not 
understand their concepts, we will not be able to commu- 
nicate effectively with them. 


6. People have different meanings for the same word or 
expression. If we want to communicate effectively with a 
poor woman we may need to be sensitive to this. 


A field worker went to a tribal village to make 
a list of all unemployed women. She asked 
them to tell her the names of all ‘bekar’ women 
in the village. The women were surprised at 
first, and then started laughing. The field 


worker did not know what had happened. It 
so turned out, to her surprise, that ‘bekar’ 
had the connotations of bad, thief, quarrel- 
some, etc. 


7. Language can be another obstacle to effective com- 
munication. Even when we speak Hindi, we realise that 
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there are so many dialects. We may not understand the lo- 
cal dialect of the area we are working in. It is, therefore, 
important to learn the dialect. But it does not imply that we 
Stop all communication till we have learnt the dialect fully. 


Our own language can also be an obstacle. We are used to 
a certainjargon ourselves. Poor women may not understand 
that. 1f we say DRDA or DWCRA, poor women will not under- 
stand us. There are many words, phrases, etc. that we use, 
out of habit, which a poor woman may not understand at all. 


8. Poor, rural women in many parts of the country perhaps 
use stories, proverbs, analogies and fables to comunicate. 
They have an indirect method of saying things. If we ask a 
poor, rural woman her name and occupation, she may 
begin by describing her husband, father or children. Their 
method of communication is very illustrative and 
grounded in experiences. We may fail to communicate our 
abstract ideas to them. 
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COMMUNICATION 
lc eae ee 


Several things can help in effectively communicating with 
poor women. 


1. Being with the woman, doing things with her and 
understanding her life are most beneficial for effective 
communication. If a field worker goes to visit a poor, rural 
woman in her house, talks with her at the well or on the 
field, spends the nightin the village, it will facilitate commu- 
nication. 


Other examples are singing with them when they are happy, 
and sympathising with them when they are crying and-sad. 
To join them in their happiness and sorrow may be an easy 
way to communicate effectively. 


By physically being with them, you can establish a close- 
ness, arapport, an understanding that helps in overcoming 
earlier mentioned obstacles to effective communication. 


2. If poor women trust you, they will listen to you sin- 
cerely. They will also talk to you openly, ifthey trustyou. Es- 
tablishing interpersonal trust is critical for effective com- 
munication. 


How can they trust you? If they find you honest, genuine, 
sincere, interested in their well-being, open about yourself, 
they will perhaps trust you. And developing trust takes time 
and effort. It does not happen automatically. 


In fact, they have seen too many outsiders, be they 


We 


moneylenders or development workers, who have cheated 
them, disappointed them, neglected them. You, as another 
outsider, have to overcome his hurdle if you want to 
communicate with them effectively. 


3. Sometimes we find it difficult to communicate a concept 
toa poor woman. Use of an analogy, a proverb, or an 
example related to her life can make the point easily compre- 
hensible. For example: “Ten sticks tied together are more 
difficult to break than one stick at a time.” 


For example, a field worker was trying to explain how it rains 
to tribal women. She had brought a small distillation model 
from the nearby high school. She tried her best but could not 
explain the distillation process. A tribal boy gave the ex- 
ample of distilling liquor, and immediately the women 
understood. 


4. Saying the same thing in two or three different ways helps 
in communicating an idea. Repetition also helps in 
understanding. 


5. Patience helps in effective communication. In order to 
understand, the woman may ask questions. You should 
be patient with her. If you ask her opinion, she may not know 
how to answer quickly and directly. 


It takes three or four months to establish effective two-way 
communication with very poor rural women. You need 
patience till then, at least. 


6. You may come across a situation where when you ask a 
poor woman why she is poor, she keeps silent. Your 
repeated queries yield no response. Sometimes she may 
even Say, ‘please tell me’. And then, you give along answer 
yourself. 


She keeps silent or asks for your opinion because she feels 
inadequate, not confident of herself, not sure if you would 
listen to her or respect her opinion, etc. 


lf you want her to communicate, you need to feel comfort- 
able in her silence and with your silence. Some of us feel 
so uncomfortable in silence that we talk all the time. 


<i\ ‘ 1 OF 


\ss Y US VER 
\ FD U4“ ff 
\ Z— 4 Hi SF yl L 7; 


\ gare PL —fll = 
yp — LLL 
\ y Z 


———— 


\ 


19 


7. Even when she begins to talk, she may fumble, utter 
incomplete sentences, make mistakes. You should learn to 
be tolerant of this, otherwise she will never communicate 


effectively with you. 


8. Humour has an important place in effective communica- 
tion. Telling a joke makes the atmosphere light, reduces 
tension and creates a friendly feeling. Some of us can use 
humour effectively in our communication. 


9. Finally, your own example, through your actions, com- 
municates effectively. If you want a poor woman to describe 
her real feelings to you, you can set the example by doing 
the same. If there is a gap between what we say and what 
we do, it makes effective communication difficult. 
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LISTENING 
hte 


A very important element in effective communication is 
to listen to what the other is saying. Through listening you 
can also know what women are thinking about you. Your 
presence may affect them. They may not necessarily trust 
you even if they listen to you. Listening is an active process 
and it can be facilitated by: 


(i) | paying attention to the person who is speaking; 
(ii) | hearing the speaker's point of view with an open mind; 


(iil) | understanding the feelings behind what is being said 
(e.g. “| do not want to continue this communication” 
with the feelings of being hurt or rejected); 


(iv) hearing what is not being said or what is implied but 
not uttered (e.g. “| am not well”, and implying you 
should escort her home); 


(v) asking questions to clarify what the speaker means to 
Say; 


(vi) re-wording and repeating what you have heard and 
checking with the speaker if you understood correctly; 


(vii) Summarising main points or principles in the com- 
munication. 


Many atime we are in a great hurry to say something or react 
to what we have heard. It is helpful to check yourself before 
you speak again, and ensure that you have really under- 
stood what was being communicated. 
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COMMUNICATION 
IN A GROUP 


Besides talking to one or two women, you may also be 
communicating with them in agroup. Some things that are 
useful to watch in a group communication are outlined here: 


1. Sitting arrangement in a group affects its communication 
process. If you are sitting at one end and poor women at the 
other, like in aclassroom, communication will be mostly one- 
way, with you doing most of the talking. If you all sitin acircle, 
such that every woman can see all others, two-way commu- 
nication among them is more likely. 


2. It is useful to ensure that we all speak one at atime ina 
group. If two or more women talk simultaneously, no one can 
understand anything. 


3. Sometimes there is side talk in a group where two or three 
subgroups of women whisper among themselves. This 
should be discouraged, particularly when one woman is 
speaking and two other women are whispering to each other. 


4. As afield worker, you should encourage all women in the 
group to talk. Some speak without effort; others need 
support. Effective communication in a group occurs when all 
feel comfortable and active in communicating. 


5. Sometimes talking individually with women before group 
discussion helps in preparing them for communication. 
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6. Sometimes the presence of a particular woman shuts up 
some other women. It is, therefore, useful to understand 
how women of the group relate to each other, outside the 
group. 


7. When someone gives an opinion or an idea, other 
women (including you) may immediately evaluate it and 
rejectit as unrealistic. If that happens, the woman who gave 
the opinion or idea, may shut up later and not speak. It is, 
therefore, critical that ideas and opinions communicated by 
all women in the group are listened to carefully and re- 
spected. 
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ABOUT US 


Society for Participatory Research in Asia (PRIA), New 
Delhi is an educational support organisation, which 
works with activists, individuals, grass root groups and 
organisations so as to strengthen their capacities in the 
areas of participatory research, participatory training 
and evaluation, and organisation building and help them 
deepen their understanding of the issues they are 
working on. 


In the last ten years of its existence, PRIA has focussed 
on wide-ranging issues such as adult non-formal educa- 
tion, problems of deforestation, land alienation and 
large dams, women and work, women and sanitation, 
occupational health hazards and management issues 
of NGOs. In the coming years PRIA'S focus would be on 
looking at issues of women's empowerment, people's 
access to control over natural resources, occupational 
safety, workers' education and enhancing competen- 
cies of activists and groups in individual and organisa- 
tional areas. 


